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Clark: The 1944 Florida Democratic Senate Primary

THE 1944 FLORIDA
DEMOCRATIC SENATE PRIMARY
by J AMES C. C LARK

S

Claude Pepper’s defeat in the 1950 Democratic
primary by Representative George Smathers has become
one of the most controversial elections in Florida politics. The
race between Pepper, a New Deal liberal, and Smathers, a traditional southern conservative, attracted national attention. But
Pepper’s popularity actually began to decline in 1944, when he
narrowly avoided a runoff election against a field of little-known
candidates. The 1944 election indicated some of Pepper’s political weaknesses that Smathers would exploit six years later.
Claude Pepper followed an unusual route to the United
States Senate. He was born in Alabama in 1900, was graduated
from the University of Alabama in 1921, and Harvard University Law School in 1924. After teaching one year at the University of Arkansas Law School, he moved to Perry, Florida, during
the 1925 land boom to be an attorney for a land development
company. In 1928 Pepper was elected to the Florida House of
Representatives from Taylor County, one of the state’s smallest
and most politically conservative counties, but was defeated two
years later when he sought re-election. In November 1930 Pepper moved to Tallahassee to resume his practice of law.1
In 1934 Pepper and three others challenged incumbent
United States Senator Park Trammell who had been serving
since 1916. Pepper portrayed himself as a supporter of President Roosevelt’s economic program, and in the first primary
received 79,396 votes to Trammell’s 81,321. The three other
candidates received a total of 53,000 votes, forcing a runoff
election. In the runoff primary Trammell tallied 103,028 votes
to 98,978 for Pepper. Pepper ran well in north Florida and in
ENATOR

James C. Clark is a doctoral student at the University of Florida.
1.

Alexander R. Stoesen, “The Senatorial Career of Claude D. Pepper” (Ph.D.
dissertation, University of North Carolina, 1965), 1-39. Stoesen’s dissertation is the most complete examination of Pepper’s early life and Senate
career.
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populous Dade County, but he could not offset the huge Trammell majority in Hillsborough County.2 There were indications
of major vote fraud in West Tampa and Ybor City in favor of
Trammell, and there were calls throughout the state for an investigation of the results. Pepper did not press for an inquiry,
however, and his acceptance of the defeat without bitterness
enhanced his popularity with the voters. Typical of the reaction
was an editorial in the Fort Myers newspaper: “His personal
fortunes may be improved by the sportsmanship with which he
is accepting defeat on the face of the returns.“3 Pepper may
have been reluctant to call for a recount since there was evidence
that some of his votes had been cast by individuals who had not
paid their poll taxes. An investigation might have revealed the
extent of such voting and helped Trammell.
Trammell died suddenly in Washington on May 8, 1936, giving Pepper another opportunity to run for the Senate. Scott M.
Loftin of Jacksonville, whom the governor had appointed to an
interim term, chose not to be a candidate for the remaining four
years of Trammell’s term, but former Governor Doyle Carlton
of Tampa and Orlando Judge Charles O. Andrews announced
their candidacies. There was speculation that others might be
entering the race also. Then on June 17, 1936, Florida’s other
senator, Duncan Fletcher, died of a heart attack in Washington
just one month and nine days after his colleague.4 Pepper immediately changed his plans and withdrew as a candidate for
Trammell’s seat, and he became the only candidate to succeed
Fletcher. Once elected, Pepper became one of the strongest supporters of Roosevelt and the New Deal.
Pepper’s two-year interim term ended in 1938, and he announced that he was running for re-election. One opponent,
Congressman James Mark Wilcox of West Palm Beach, portrayed Pepper as a rubber stamp for Roosevelt’s policies which,
he claimed, were bad for Florida and the nation. Another opponent, former Governor David Sholtz, had lost most of his popu2.

3.
4.

R. H. Gray, comp., Tabulation of Official Vote, Florida Primary Elections, June
5, 1934 and June 26, 1934 (Tallahassee, 1934), 8. For a discussion of the
1934 election see Stephen Kerber, “Park Trammell of Florida: A Political
Biography” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Florida, 1979), 325-55.
Fort Myers Tropical News and Press, June 30, 1934.
Wayne Flynt, Duncan Upshaw Fletcher: Dixie’s Reluctant Progressive (Tallahassee, 1971), 188.
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Claude Pepper c.1940s. Photograph courtesy of Dr. Alexander R. Stoesen, Guilford College, Greensboro, NC.
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larity after his term ended in 1937, and was not considered a
significant factor. Neither were three other minor candidates.
With support from the Roosevelt administration, Pepper won
the first primary with 58.4 percent of the vote, thus avoiding a
runoff. 5
Pepper had already achieved a national reputation as a liberal Democrat. He was a member of a small group of southern
New Deal supporters that included Alabama Senators Lister Hill
and William Bankhead, Texas Senator Maury Maverick, and
Texas Congressman Lyndon Johnson. In 1940 and 1941 Pepper, an avid Anglophile, became one of the first in the Senate
to argue for strong defense measures and active support for
Britain. However, his other positions angered some conservative
Southerners. They criticized his effort to outlaw the poll tax in
the handful of southern states where it was still in effect. The
tax was not a controversial matter in Florida, and its repeal by
the legislature in 1938 had had widespread support including
state senator and later Governor Spessard L. Holland. In some
other southern states, however, the poll tax was a way to keep
blacks and poor whites from voting. Mississippi Senator Theodore G. Bilbo accused Pepper of the “attempted rape of the
Constitution.“6 Pepper’s proposed legislation was also seen as a
threat to state rights, a matter of continuing concern for southern politicians.
Pepper’s opposition also came from some business interests
who were opposed to regulations and controls instituted by the
New Deal. For many conservatives Pepper symbolized the New
Deal, and they attacked his progressive stand on labor, farm
supports, higher taxes on business, relief programs for the
needy, and the creation of additional government agencies. The
anti-Pepper faction in Florida was led by Associated Industries,
a branch of the National Association of Manufacturers, but the
opposition was not united. Many Florida businesses were receiving lucrative government contracts, often through the intervention of Pepper. Even before Pearl Harbor military bases were
located throughout Florida, and ship construction and repair
5. James McGregor Burns, Roosevelt: The Lion and the Fox (New York, 1956),
343. According to Burns, Roosevelt’s aides furnished Pepper with $10,000
they had raised from a businessman who had no connection with Pepper
and did not know Pepper had received the money.
6. Congressional Record, 77th Cong., 1st sess., 8833.
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became a major industry in the state-particularly Tampa and
Jacksonville— with thousands of employees. The attention of
Floridians, as everyone else in the country, was on the war, and
the voters showed little interest in partisan politics. After 1940,
Pepper had the support of most military personnel (many voted
by absentee ballot), the state’s labor unions, farmers, war workers, the few blacks who voted, and all those who endorsed him
as a means of showing support for Roosevelt.
In 1944 President Roosevelt was a candidate for an unprecedented fourth term and faced opposition not only from the
Republican party but also from conservative southern Democrats like Harry Byrd of Virginia and John Nance Garner of
Texas. The president viewed any attempt to defeat staunch supporters such as Pepper as a personal attack on his own reelection
bid. A United Press story in a number of Florida newspapers
predicted: “The showing Pepper makes in this election will serve
in many quarters as a gauge for estimating Pres. Roosevelt’s
fourth-term support in the ‘solid South’. . . . If Pepper gets a
majority vote and is returned to the Senate without being forced
into a second primary, it will be considered an overwhelming
victory for the New Deal.“7 Not surprisingly, as in 1938,
Roosevelt and his aides gave Pepper their full support in 1944.
The Florida Democratic senatorial primary attracted three
relatively minor candidates: Millard Conklin, a Daytona Beach
businessman whose announced goal was “pressing the race issue
fiercely”; Finley Moore of Lake City, who had been badly defeated in his race for the Senate in 1938; and Alston Cockrell
of Daytona Beach, who seemed to have no political platform at
all, but who emphasized his well-known name even though he
was not a member of the distinguished and respected Cockrell
family from Jacksonville and Gainesville.
Although his avid support of the New Deal had made Pepper a controversial figure in Florida, as late as two months before the primary no major opponent had entered the race. Wilcox and former Governor Carlton, both defeated in earlier races
for the United States Senate, declined to run again, as did Arthur Milam of Jacksonville, a former speaker of the Florida
House of Representatives. Then, just fifty-seven days before the
May primary, the candidate who would give Pepper the most
7.

Orlando Morning Sentinel, May 2, 1944.
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J. Ollie Edmunds as president of Stetson University. Reproduced from Stetson
University: The First 100 Years, by Gilbert L. Lycan (p. 324).
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trouble, Judge J. Ollie Edmunds of Jacksonville, announced his
candidacy. From the first, he seemed an unlikely choice to challenge an incumbent senator. Born in Higgston, Georgia, on
March 1, 1903, Edmunds was the son of an itinerant lumber
worker. While living in Jacksonville, Edmunds was forced to
leave school to help support his family. He worked days and
enrolled in a YMCA night school and received his high school
diploma. His family moved to DeLand, and in 1921 he entered
Stetson University, working as a janitor, waiter, and newspaper
reporter while earning his bachelor’s, master’s, and law degrees.8
Later, while working as a field representative for the university
and as a director of the Stetson alumni organization, he met and
became good friends with Doyle Carlton, who was also a Stetson
graduate. In 1928 Edmunds worked in Carlton’s successful campaign for governor. Afterwards, Edmunds moved to Jacksonville to practice law, and in 1931, Carlton appointed him to fill
the remainder of the term of County Judge John W. DuBose
who had resigned. The following year Edmunds was re-elected
by a two-to-one margin against two opponents. He was reelected in 1936 and again in 1940 without opposition. While on
the bench Edmunds also began purchasing land, and eventually
became a millionaire from his lumber and land investments.9
Even though he had been a successful candidate in three
elections, Judge Edmunds showed little enthusiasm for politics.
In 1934 he supported Pepper in his race against Trammell,
noting that he had a “high regard for Claude’s ability.” “I should
like to see him in Washington,” he wrote in a letter to a friend.10
There is no record of his involvement in any campaign except
his own and Doyle Carlton’s in 1928. One Pepper supporter in
1944, who realized that the three minor candidates who had
already entered the race would not be serious contenders, wrote,
“Until . . . Edmunds announced against you, your opponents
were of little consequence. Now in my opinion you have a real
contest.“11
There was speculation that Edmunds’s candidacy was initiated at the urging of a few wealthy individuals who were de8.
9.
10.
11.

Gilbert L. Lycan, Stetson University: The First 100 Years (DeLand, 1983), 328.
Interview with S. E. Fogelberg by James C. Clark, November 12, 1985.
Ollie Edmunds to Fred M. Ivey, January 20, 1934, in Stoesen, “The Senatorial Career of Claude Pepper,” 180.
Alto Adams to Claude Pepper, March 6, 1944, ibid.
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termined to defeat Pepper who they regarded as being too liberal, but there is no evidence to support this contention. Edmunds was an ambitious man who had been encouraged to
enter the race by his friends and neighbors. Perhaps he believed
that no other viable candidate would challenge Pepper and that
he could defeat him. In addition to his personal friends, Edmunds received some support from his fellow county judges
who had sent him to Tallahassee as their lobbyist in 1941 to
push legislation involving the court system. Otherwise, Edmunds was a stranger to voters outside of Jacksonville.12
Edmunds had little money other than his own, and almost
no organization or campaign staff. He asked Ronald Slye to be
his campaign manager. This was an unusual choice since Slye
had no political experience at all. As a representative for a furniture manufacturer, he traveled for some fourteen years
throughout the state meeting with furniture dealers, but he had
never been involved in any political activity. According to his
widow, Mrs. Ronald Slye, the two men had never even met before the campaign, but they had mutual friends. Her husband
did know the state and had contacts in nearly every county.13
Slye’s role was campaign coordinator, handling the luggage and
making sure the candidate was in the right place at the right
time.
Slye was not the only political novice in the campaign. Most
of Edmunds’s advisors were his friends and neighbors who liked
him and disliked Pepper, but who had little political experience
or expertise. No one was in charge of planning an overall political strategy. Mrs. Slye said Frank Bisbee, a prominent Jacksonville businessman, was the campaign treasurer, and that
whenever her husband needed money, “he called Mr. Bisbee
and Mr. Bisbee always had it there for him.“14
Edmunds’s campaign plan called for him to visit each of the
state’s sixty-seven counties. His staff consisted of a secretary, a
publicity man, a driver, and an advance man. Edmunds depended heavily on favors from his friends. For example, Quinn
Barton, a Jacksonville truck dealer, loaned a pickup truck to be
used by the advance man. Brady Johnston, a neighbor of Ed12.
13.
14.

Interview with David Ward by James C. Clark, June 3, 1985.
Interview with Mrs. Ronald Slye by Evans Johnson, June 13, 1985.
Ibid.
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munds and an executive in the Dinsmore Dairy firm in Jacksonville, volunteered the services of Cosby S. Haddock, Sr., a route
manager for the company.15
Haddock worked with the campaign for ten days as a advance man throughout north Florida. Each morning he would
be apprised by Edmunds or an aide of the stops planned for
that day. He would then go to each community where Edmunds
was to appear, drive through the streets playing music, and announce by loudspeaker that the candidate would be arriving
later in the day. Edmunds spoke from the steps of the courthouses or other public buildings, street corners, or wherever he
could draw a crowd. Sometimes only a handful of people would
turn out, and, perhaps as many as 1,000 people in larger towns.
Edmunds tried to make appearances in three to five places
daily. 16
Edmunds was a good speaker, but he was not as effective on
the platform as Pepper, who was considered one of the South’s
best political orators. In his book, V. O. Key analyzed the difference: “Edmunds lacked Pepper’s histrionic skills and his managers handled his campaign ineptly.“17 The criticism of his campaign managers is not entirely accurate. They were not so inept
as inexperienced in politics. Edmunds and his staff made no
major blunders during the campaign, but they did face the very
difficult task of trying to unseat a strong incumbent. With the
help of the Roosevelt administration, Pepper was able to make
and keep political agreements, which was impossible for Edmunds. There is no record that Edmunds made any promises
during the campaign. His platform called for less bureaucracy
and fewer government programs, and he argued for a more
conservative stand on social issues. However, Edmunds indicated his endorsement for programs that were already firmly in
place such as Social Security. Pepper emphasized his continued
support for Roosevelt’s New Deal, and the expanison of pro15.

Interview with Cosby S. Haddock, Sr., by James C. Clark, December 15,
1985.
16. Ibid.
17. V. O. Key, Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York, 1949), 98. One
of the few people who thought Edmunds’s campaign was well run was
Pepper. In his autobiography, Pepper wrote, “The well-organized and
lavishly financed effort to remove me from the Senate had fallen short.”
Claude Pepper with Hays Gorey, Pepper: Eyewitness to a Century (New York,
1987), 121.

Published by STARS, 1987

9

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 66 [1987], No. 4, Art. 3
374

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Senator Pepper and President Roosevelt in Florida.

grams which he claimed would help farmers, wage earners, and
the general economy. The Miami Herald complained that Pepper
was making too many promises.18
Unlike Pepper, who was a seasoned politician, Edmunds had
difficulty remembering people’s names. He also overscheduled
himself, and he was usually running late for his speaking commitments. Mrs. Slye remembers that her husband “was just prodding him all the time [saying] ‘come on, it’s time to go, it’s time
to go’.“l9
Florida was a difficult state for a politician who was not already well-known to the voters. The size alone favored the incumbent. Its population centers were far apart, and the areas
in between were sparsely settled. Air travel was not yet that
popular, and it took many hours to drive from one place to
another. The Democratic party in Florida was not strongly centralized, and candidates generally had to depend upon their
18. Miami Herald, April 25, 1944.
19. Slye interview.
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own resources, ingenuity, and personality to woo the voters. In
the 1940s, V. O. Key wrote, “The search for coherent, organized
political leadership in Florida seems futile in whatever direction
one looks.“20 There were few if any political groups that could
deliver sizeable blocs of votes. Incumbents with high name recognition benefited from this situation, but it hurt a candidate
such as Judge Edmunds who needed to win over more than
100,000 votes in less than two months.
Newspaper coverage of the election did not convey a clear
picture of what Edmunds stood for, only that he opposed Pepper and most of his programs. For example, on March 25 in
Jacksonville, he charged Pepper with indiscretions, but provided
no specific information to back up his charges. Edmunds called
Pepper, “the most notoriously absentee senator in Congress.“21
There is nothing in the congressional records to document this
allegation.
Edmunds later claimed that he did not try to inject the race
issue into the 1944 campaign, but when it became an issue his
staff sought to exploit it. Millard Conklin, the most strident
white supremacist in the race, contended that, “The issue that
will defeat Pepper is the issue of white supremacy in the
South.“22 In 1942 Pepper spoke at a black church in Los
Angeles. Two years later, when pictures of the event appeared
on fliers and in newspapers throughout Florida, Pepper tried
to show that he did not favor integration. He attacked the 1944
Supreme Court decision (Smith v. Allwright) which held that it
was unconstitutional for the Texas Democratic party to bar
blacks from participating in primaries. In Florida, like other
states throughout the South, the white primary system had,
since the turn of the twentieth century, effectively disfranchised
blacks. A few blacks did vote, mainly for the Republican party
ticket, in larger cities like Miami, Tampa, and Jacksonville, but
they were so few in numbers that they had little effect on election results. In most Florida counties in the 1940s there were no
blacks at all registered to vote. Pepper in 1944 insisted, “The
South will allow nothing to impair white supremacy.“23
20. Key, Southern Politics, 99.
21. Pensacola Journal, March 25, 1944.
22. Jacksonville Journal, March 21, 1944.
23. Miami Daily News, April 5, 1944.
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Through newspaper advertisements and in public statements, Pepper tried to explain his appearance at the church in
Los Angeles. Under a large headline which read: “Senator Pepper’s Reply to His Opposition’s Cheap and Vicious Political
Trick in Connection With His Appearance Before A Negro
Church Congregation,” one advertisement quoted Pepper:
“The only speech I have ever given to any Negro audience in
California is a patriotic one I made . . . in the pulpit of a Baptist
Negro Church on a Sunday afternoon at the expressed request
of the members of the church. I said nothing indicating that I
believe in social equality because, of course, I do not.“24
Edmunds did not comment directly on this issue, but his
staff purchased newspaper advertisements criticizing Pepper as
“a man who stirs up racial strife and discord in violation of
Southern tradition.” They stated that Edmunds believed that
“the party principle of white supremacy must be maintained.“25
There are no records to indicate black participation in the 1944
primary in Florida, but it was only the smallest fraction of the
total vote.
Although both Pepper and Edmunds stood together on the
race issue and the need to maintain white supremacy, they each
predicted victory by taking opposite positions on other issues.
Pepper portrayed himself as a champion of the New Deal and
as a loyal follower of Franklin Roosevelt, while Edmunds in
nearly every speech criticized the president’s policies. Edmunds
tried to avoid criticizing Roosevelt personally, while at same time
he denounced his policies. “President Roosevelt is not an issue
in this campaign,” Edmunds said repeatedly.26 Edmunds described himself as an early Roosevelt supporter who was now
opposed to a fourth term and to the giant growth of the
bureaucracy.27 Aside from his views on civil rights, Pepper took
pride in his liberal positions: “My legislative attitude is distinctly
liberal and progressive. I see the government as the means of
actually giving the citizens opportunity, personal security,
health, safety and well-being.“28
24. DeLand Sun-News, April 29, 1944.
25. Orlando Morning Sentinel, March 29, 1944.
26. Jacksonville Journal, April 26, 1944.
27. Interview with J. Ollie Edmunds by Joseph Negron, April 27, 1982.
28. Allen Morris, comp., The Florida Handbook 1947-1948 (Tallahassee, 1947),
282.
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Speaking in Miami, Edmunds said, “The daily life of every
one of us has been so affected by petty tyrants and bureaucratic
dictators who are wasting billions of precious dollars. . . . Our
schools are aroused over embarrassing strings the federal government threatens to tie on educational funds. . . . Our great
middle classes are aroused over the bondage in which they are
held by a bureau which does not permit an employer to grant
them raises to which they are entitled and which they have
earned.“29 Throughout the state Edmunds’s message was similar. Pepper did not respond to Edmunds’s charges, and the two
did not debate or appear together during the campaign.
Pepper was a popular speaker, and the national Democratic
party used him effectively for political gatherings throughout
the country. He made speeches and frequently sought other
speaking engagements. Edmunds criticized Pepper’s many outof-Florida speaking engagements. “Senator Pepper employed a
booking agent to make speeches, provided he received a price,
a fee, compensation. Senator Pepper made his patriotism pay
dividends.“30
Edmunds claimed frequently that war profiteers were behind Pepper’s campaign. Obviously, Pepper had the support of
many businesses that had war contracts, but to label any of them
war profiteers appears to be an emotional charge without foundation. “Senator Pepper was running around making patriotic
speeches. He is still making them in this campaign. Only this
time it is the war profiteers who are paying for the speeches.“31
In Miami, Edmunds said, “A slush fund to stagger the imagination has been raised by those who have grown rich from profiteering on war contracts. This fund, reported to exceed
$250,000, is being lavishly spent by the largest political organization in Florida history. The war profiteers are opposed to Ollie
Edmunds. I am proud of it.“32
There is no record that Pepper ever mentioned Edmunds
by name or responded to any of his charges. Instead, he said he
was running against the men who were behind Edmunds. “Since
last December, this selfish and sinister combination of
isolationists and Roosevelt-hating Republicans has been scour29. DeLand Sun-News, April 12, 1944.
30. Jacksonville Journal, April 26, 1944.
31. Ibid.
32. Winter Haven Chief, April 13, 1944.
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ing the state to get somebody to run against me. They have
offered every financial inducement, including financial security
after the campaign.“33 In what may have been an accurate assessment of the situation, Pepper said, “What those gentlemen really
want is to send some one to represent Florida in the Senate,
who, while nominally a Democrat, is at heart a Republican.“34
Throughout the campaign, much was made of the money
allegedly spent by both sides. Washington columnist Drew Pearson, a friend of Pepper, wrote, “the GOP is pouring piles of
money into the race” to defeat Pepper. “Actually they’re not
especially concerned about who the Democrat is, so long as it’s
not Claude Pepper.“35 Columnist Marquis Childs wrote that
“Pepper had the formidable enmity of wealthy Northerners who
have established residence in the resort state.“36 In the election
Edmunds carried Palm Beach, an area in which many wealthy
conservative Northerners lived.
The whole issue of campaign spending, including speculation about Ed Ball’s financial role, may have been overstated.
Ball was the brother-in-law of Alfred I. duPont. When duPont
died, leaving the bulk of his estate in a trust headed by his wife,
Jesse Ball duPont, Ball took over the operation of the duPont
empire in Florida which mainly included land, timber, and
banks. While he never held public office, Ball became one of
the most politically powerful men in the state. It was alleged that
throughout his life he played a behind-the-scene but very influential role in the passage of legislation. Many of the representatives and senators who represented rural north Florida counties and who dominated the Florida legislature were his close
personal friends. Although there has been speculation about
Ball’s role in the 1944 campaign, there is no record that he
contributed any money to Edmunds.
Cecil Bailey, a Jacksonville businessman and an active worker
in Edmunds’s 1944 campaign, alleged that Clifford McGee,
president of the Jacksonville Paper Company, had “put more
into the campaign than any one person or one entity.“37 The
financial status of the Edmunds campaign is perhaps best illus33.
34.
35.
36.
37.

Lakeland Ledger, April 7, 1944.
Collier County News, April 20, 1944.
Drew Pearson column, Miami Herald, April 1, 1944.
Marquis Childs’s column, St. Petersburg Times, May 10, 1944.
Interview with Cecil Bailey by Evans Johnson, June 12, 1985.
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Senator Pepper speaking in Clearwater during the 1944 campaign. Photographs
from the Pepper Collection, Claude D. Pepper Library, Florida State University,
Tallahassee.

trated by Cosby Haddock, Sr., the Dinsmore Dairy route manager, who remembered that on more than one occasion, he had
to share a hotel room with Edmunds, hardly a sign of a healthy
financial situation.38 Brady Johnston, Haddock’s employer, said
Edmunds had difficulty appealing for money and depended on
his friends to do the job.39 The money provided by treasurer
Frank Bisbee went primarily for transportation and hotel expenses.
In a 1982 interview, Edmunds recalled that “while I traveled
in a small Ford automobile, he [Pepper] flew around the state
at the United States government expense.“40 It is probable that
38.
39.
40.

Haddock interview.
Interview with Brady Johnson by James C. Clark, December 15, 1985.
Edmunds interview; Pepper and Gorey, Pepper, 120. Pepper wrote that
Ball and the American Medical Association financed Edmunds. However,
Pepper seems to be confused. The AMA was very active in opposing Pepper in the 1950 campaign because of his support of government medical
programs, but there is no evidence that the organization was involved in
the 1944 campaign.

Published by STARS, 1987

15

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 66 [1987], No. 4, Art. 3
380

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Pepper did at times use a government airplane, which was
hardly unusual for a United States Senator in 1944, or today.
But if hundreds of thousands of dollars had been spent, Edmunds would likely have remembered more than the small
point of Pepper’s use of a government plane.
Campaigning in Florida in 1944 was relatively inexpensive,
and all candidates followed a traditional pattern which included
a tour of the state and speeches at county courthouses. Both
candidates used radio to carry their speeches, although Pepper
was more effective both in arranging for broadcast time and in
his presentation. The brief one-minute or thirty-second broadcast commercial had not yet come to Florida. Newspapers were
the primary vehicle for advertising, but the cost was low. The
biggest political value of a newspaper was not in its advertising,
but its editorial support. Newspapers routinely used their news
columns to voice support of a candidate, and this coverage could
be vital to a candidate. Pepper had the support of almost every
newspaper in the state except those owned by John H. Perry of
Jacksonville.
Pepper’s friendship with President Roosevelt and his influence as a United States Senator had reaped huge rewards for
Florida. With the abundance of wartime facilities in the state, it
seemed as though Florida had become one giant military base.
In principle, many members of the business community may
have disliked Pepper’s liberal social philosophies and his New
Deal policies, but the contracts they had been awarded by the
government were making them wealthy. Martin Anderson, the
editor of the Orlando Morning Sentinel, emphasized this point
when he wrote, “Can a citizen of Florida figure out any percentage in putting an anti-Roosevelt freshmen into the Senate
against a pro-Roosevelt young veteran who by 1949 easily may
become one of the outstanding figures of the world?“41
During the campaign, the Florida Associated Newspapers
conducted a straw poll of registered voters. At designated times,
the organization sent postcards to selected voters and asked that
they identify their favorite candidate and return the cards. The
poll was conducted throughout the campaign with results from
different areas reported at irregular intervals. On April 22,
1944, the survey released returns of 896 postcards showing Pep41.

Orlando Morning Sentinel, April 26, 1944.
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per with a two-vote lead over Edmunds. It was an impressive
showing for a candidate who had been in the race only six weeks.
The numbers were, however, misleading. The survey results
included Duval, Edmunds’s home county, where he received
two-thirds of his favorable votes. In the rest of Florida, Edmunds received thirty-five percent of the vote.42 An earlier survey released on April 19, showed Edmunds with a slight lead
over Pepper, but again Edmunds drew most of his strength
from Duval County which had a higher percentage of respondents.43 After the election Edmunds talked about his lead in the
polls, but there was never a statewide poll which showed him
ahead.
Pepper had definite political weaknesses, but Edmunds
never really sought to exploit them. Instead he attacked Pepper
in what many saw as the area of his greatest strengths. Pepper
had been one of the very few in national government who
seemed to have realized the danger of the events that were in
fact leading up to American involvement in World War II. He
was one of the first members of the Congress to urge giving
destroyers to Britain in exchange for the future use of military
bases. He also called for universal military service as early as
1939, nearly two years before Pearl Harbor, and he was one of
the first to offer legislation which later became Lend Lease.
Even while the White House sought to move somewhat slowly
on military preparedness, Pepper was waging a campaign in the
Senate for larger appropriations for the Army and Navy. He
became so identified with the military program that he was
hanged in effigy in Washington by some America Firsters
women’s groups. Edmunds accused Pepper of being naive in his
military predictions.44 Pepper had been optimistic about
America’s chances for staying out of the war, and then about
the allies’ chances for a speedy victory. Pepper did reflect the
prevailing mood in the country: the Japanese could not fight,
and they would not survive long against American military
power. During the campaign, Edmunds claimed: “Had the hysterical, maniacal voice of Mr. Pepper been heeded, we would
today be counting probably a million white crosses on the conti42.
43.
44.

DeLand Sun-News, April 22, 1944.
Ibid., April 19, 1944.
Miami Herald, April 23, 1944.
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nent and our mothers and fathers and all the rest of us can
thank God that Senator Pepper’s paid voice did not prevail.“45
There was one event during the campaign to which Edmunds later attached great importance, although he may have
overestimated its significance. Long after the election, Edmunds
and his friends still blamed the lifting of the toll on the Gandy
Bridge across Tampa Bay during the 1944 campaign as a major
cause for his defeat. Completed in 1924, the bridge connected
Tampa and St. Petersburg, enabling residents and tourists to
reach the cities more easily. However, the thirty-five cent toll
was a source of complaint by automobile and truck drivers, and
in the early 1940s civic leaders started a campaign to have the
federal government take over the privately-owned bridge and
eliminate the toll. Thus, just five days prior to primary election
day, President Roosevelt lifted the toll as a wartime measure,
citing the need for St. Petersburg residents who worked at the
Tampa shipyard to cross the bridge. The honor of making the
announcement, and thereby receiving the publicity, went to Senator Pepper.46
The day after the toll was removed, schools in St. Petersburg
were canceled, and a parade was held to celebrate the event.
Lifting the toll helped Pepper, but it is doubtful that it was as
damaging as Edmunds and his cohorts believed. The campaign
to have the toll removed had been going on for a long time and
had drawn the support of many local and state politicians, including those who disliked Pepper and his program. When election results were tallied, Edmunds received only twenty-four
percent of the Pinellas County vote, six percent below his
statewide average not including Duval County. An additional
six percentage points in Pinellas County would have added
1,000 votes to his total, but Judge Edmunds needed to carry the
county to force a statewide runoff.47

45.

46.
47.

DeLand Sun-News, April 24, 1944. On May 21, 1940, Pepper introduced
the first version of what became the Lend-Lease program. A Gallup Poll
showed a majority of voters in the South supported American intervention
in the European war, and Pepper’s position was not politically risky in
Florida.
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In the May 2 election, Pepper received 194,445 votes, Edmunds 127,157, Conklin 33,317, and the two other candidates
a total of 26,000 votes. Although Edmunds trailed badly, with
the votes for the three minor candidates, Pepper was held to
51.8 percent of the vote, but it was enough to win the election
without a runoff. A shift of 4,000 votes would have forced a
48
second primary election. In his concession statement, Edmunds noted: “In democracies, the voice of the people can be
heard through the process of elections. If in this election, I have
made it possible for the voice of many people in Florida to be
heard, I hope that this will contribute to national unity.“49
Edmunds carried Duval County, but not by a wide margin,
receiving fifty-three percent of the vote. Pepper won in Leon,
his home county, with sixty-one percent of the vote. Perhaps
because Edmunds had not faced the voters in a contested election in Duval County in a dozen years, his political organization
was not as strong or as organized as it might have been. Edmunds also carried Broward and Palm Beach counties where
many wealthy, conservative Democrats lived. But in both counties Judge Edmunds received only a plurality of the vote.50
Edmunds carried twelve counties, all but two in north
Florida. Most of the counties he won were small like Jefferson,
where he received 757 votes. Edmunds’s plan of campaigning
in all sixty-seven counties was time consuming, and may have
contributed to his defeat. He needed votes in the large counties,
and it was there that he did poorly. In the state’s five largest
counties— Dade, Duval, Hillsborough, Pinellas, and Escambia—
Pepper received nearly half of his total vote. Edmunds had
spent much of this time campaigning where there were few
voters.51 In the general election, Pepper won easily against Republican Miles Draper. Pepper received seventy-one percent of
the total vote, an overwhelming percentage, but it was the third
lowest percentage received by a Democratic nominee in the first
half of the twentieth century.52
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Edmunds had waited too late to enter the campaign, and he
lacked the type of personality needed to defeat an incumbent
as strong and as visible as Pepper. The election over, Pepper
returned to the Senate for what would be his final term. After
1944 Pepper moved further to the political left, and he began
losing touch with the majority of Florida voters who were basically conservative in their political philosophy. Edmunds never
sought public office again, returning to his lucrative lumber
business. In 1948 he became president of Stetson University, a
position he held until 1967. He died in 1984.
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